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Abstract 
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to consolidate the range of issues relevant to owner occupiers 
who age in place and to offer an initial overview of how effective partnerships can respond to and 
meet the changing needs of housing, health and social care of our ageing population. 
Design/methodology/approach – Issues affecting older people’s changing needs are considered 
holistically and considered in terms of how partnerships can be enhanced to develop improved 
services in the future. 
Findings – Most owners wish to stay in their own homes for as long as possible and it can be cost-
effective to do so; however, we need to look at new and innovative ways of developing and providing 
front-line services to enhance health and safety in the home, but also quality of life and wellbeing such 
as combating loneliness and isolation. However, although there are examples of evidence-based good 
practice, service provision is variable and there is a risk that many older home owners may miss out 
on services for which they may are eligible. With this in mind, it may be helpful to develop a new 
framework where one key practitioner holds responsibility to consolidate and coordinate the range 
of local services available as a package that offers a range of housing, health and social care services. 
Originality/value – There are currently many policy and practice gaps in older owner occupier’s 
housing conditions and suitability to meet their changing needs. This paper has a particular starting 
point in housing, and how other personal or technological services can help support independence for 
as long as possible and adapt to the owner-occupier’s changing health and social care needs as they 
age in place. The authors emphasise the importance of sharing evidence-based good practice 
partnerships. 
 
Life expectancy is rising across the world and with this comes morbidity changes (Salomon et al., 2012) 
presenting challenges across policy areas, including for housing. The links between housing, health 
and social care are well established (WHO, 2007; Department of Health, 2010; Marmot et al., 2010). 
However, despite more of us ageing in our own homes there is a paucity of research considering how 
housing maintenance and repair, as well as additional health and social care challenges, can be 
effectively met. Evidence demonstrates that it is not only cost effective with savings to health and 
social care services if we intervene early (Building Research Establishment (BRE) and Chartered 
Institute of Environmental Health (CIEH), 2008) but also appropriately tailored partnership working 
can substantially affect the quality of life of home owners as they age in place (Allan, 2005). 
Partnerships here involve not only statutory and voluntary services, but also the person ageing at 
home and – where applicable – their carer and families who may or may not live with them. This 
creates numerous layers of complexity when looking at how best to provide home adaptations and 
appropriately tailored care and wider services. As the Birmingham Policy Commission (2014) has 
recently found, the experience of ageing is individual, complex, culturally and socio-economically 
varied and long term for all of us and there can be tensions between decisions around need and wants. 
Indeed it is the experience of some of the authors that home owners’ wishes can be overlooked by 
well-meaning organisations who are struggling to make best use of their limited resources. These 
partnerships also include the older person, and – where applicable – co-habiting family members (it is 
their home too) as well as the wider family and friends. There is a risk that the language of 
professionals (service user, client or even customer) risks creating tensions and reducing choices to 
the home owner. 
In recognition of some of the gaps and potential for growth in suitability of services, this paper 
presents some of the existing research and evidence supporting the need for more effective 
partnerships working to meet the needs of an ageing population remaining in their own homes as a 
basis for supporting further research. It considers those who are becoming increasingly vulnerable as 
they age, for example following loss of a partner, onset of dementia or declining physical health, etc., 
yet choose not to go into supported housing, or for whom there is no suitable supported housing 
provision available locally. Numbers falling into this category remain difficult to quantify. 
Why focus on owner occupiers? 
Private sector housing stock is a major asset holding substantial capital/equity and is often seen in 
terms of its investment potential rather than as a key social determinant of health offering a living 
environment that is secure and safe, and where appropriately tailored services can be provided. The 
private sector housing renewal budget ceased in 2011 (Wilson, 2011) and whilst its effectiveness in 
maintaining and improving health was never fully evaluated, a range of grants helped maintain, repair 
and improve the nation's housing stock and reduce pressures elsewhere in housing demand to some 
extent. Local authorities generally had inadequate staff and financial resources to deliver an effective 
system. Some grants (including small and rapidly processed grants) were targeted towards client need 
(Groves and Sankey, 2005) and were quick and easy to administer, sometimes through Home 
Improvement Agencies as a form of “soft regulation”. This set the scene for a greater focus on client 
need than property management and offered viable partnerships and access to other services. 
However, engaging with private financiers to deliver an alternative to grant assistance has proven 
difficult (Groves and Sankey, 2005) and anecdotal evidence suggests that many find schemes such as 
equity release although this remains a governmental preference. However, there has since been a lack 
of continuity in research as to the effectiveness of local partnership-based interventions. This arises 
both from continued organisational change, notably the new public health and commissioning 
arrangement, but also in terms of how we develop and deliver improvements in service delivery, 
particularly at a time of such rapid technological change. There is a need to consolidate and 
replicate/adapt good practice more widely, particularly against a backdrop of decline in capital 
resource. In addition, as our population continues to age, our health and social care needs become 
more complex. Ageing associated increases in chronic diseases such as dementia require individual 
and specialist responses. 
It would of course be beneficial for one person to be able to represent the home owner and their live-
in family members so that choice is maintained as far as possible and support or funding is not offered 
on condition that it has to be given in a way that suits the organisation, who may themselves be 
constrained by legislation and funding arrangements. Factoring in earlier pathways to enable choices 
may help shift a culture towards one of more self-reliance (for those able to fund their own works and 
services) and active decision making that suits the home owner and enables them to live in their own 
home for as long as possible. What is key is that we can live in our homes in our own way, not the way 
someone tells us we have to do it. So, as an early intervention, those appropriately tailored 
partnerships would certainly substantially affect the quality of our lives as we age. The existing family 
home may offer safe haven but may also have negative features. The house may be deteriorating in 
condition and may have lacked maintenance and repair for a period of time; it may be too large for a 
single lone person and expensive to run, especially heating; existing facilities may prove increasingly 
inappropriate as the occupier ages and becomes more frail. 
Home adaptation solutions can sometimes be both aesthetically unappealing, labelling and a constant 
reminder of the owner's conditions. In many cases more choice could be given in home adaptations 
as well as in care and wider activity services available to us as we age in place and we attempt to draw 
from our professional and personal experiences in offering initial thoughts of a future framework in 
further discussion. Owner occupiers have a vested interest in their homes and will work in partnership 
if sense is used and not a “rigid” one size fits all. It is the experience of some of the authors that home 
owners’ wishes can be overlooked by well-meaning organisations. Appropriate resources are already 
built-in in a care home setting, but there is inequity across tenures and we need to consider how to 
facilitate comparable services for those in private sector housing. 
Effective partnership working 
In recent years there had been a marked shift towards the effectiveness of front-line strategies and 
interventions (see, e.g. Stewart, 2013, cited on the NICE evidence base in 2014). However anecdotal 
evidence demonstrates that, with the wider complications presented by someone ageing in their 
home, partnerships can be erratic and ad hoc with no effective form of guidance to help assist and 
support those varied personnel working at the front line, in situations that are often highly complex 
and rapidly changing. 
In order to facilitate more effective partnership working, developing an understanding of what Rittel 
and Webber (1973) refer to as “wicked” problems – or “messes” in Ackoff's (1974) parlance – may be 
useful. “Wicked” problems tend to have many interlocking causes and multiple stakeholders; they are 
hard to define, immune to “right” answers and thus resistant to “one size fits all” solutions. To make 
matters worse, attempts to implement a solution may inadvertently exacerbate the problem as 
stakeholders may have different perspectives and competing needs which cannot be satisfied by a 
neat and tidy solution. Viewed against this definition, ageing in place is clearly a very “wicked” issue. 
Managing the needs of ageing in place, addressing the housing, health and social care needs of those 
with early onset dementia and whose condition will invariably decline, with or without support from 
family or community, is undoubtedly a “wicked” issue. As such, it requires holistic thinking, a greater 
understanding of the issue and those affected by it, and how they are affected by it. However, such 
thinking demands a very different kind of leadership that not only promotes collaboration but also 
fosters trust across a range of organisational stakeholders where clients – or service users – are shared 
and resourced (Hunter, 2009). In order to achieve this, an appropriate toolkit of strategies and 
interventions is needed to help assure effective front-line service delivery in enhancing wellbeing and 
quality of life. Each intervention should contribute a bit more towards addressing inequality, 
promoting health and enhancing wellbeing and quality of life and multiple factors need to be 
considered, including demographic change and reorganisation of public health functions. This will 
require much greater emphasis on partnership working. 
To further complicate proceedings, each organisation involved in addressing the needs of our older 
population, e.g. social workers, mental health services, environmental health and housing, has 
different functions and purposes, be they advocacy, support or more direct and “top down” 
interventions. These have to be balanced against the personal autonomy of the individual and the 
expectations of the family, such as re-housing elsewhere, with or without funding from the owner's 
savings and equity in the house. These issues may be further complicated by concerns regarding 
mental capacity, and (where applicable) the presence of Lasting Power of Attorney orders adds 
another layer of complexity to decision making. 
What, then, needs to be done? 
It is often more acceptable, across a variety of fronts, for owners to stay in their own homes for as 
long as possible. They may have a strong sense of security and familiarity, know the area and 
neighbours, and have their own space, privacy and belongings, including pets for company. Loss of 
their partner, who may well also have been their carer, can leave an enormous gap both in terms of 
loneliness but also in day-to-day living arrangements, such as cooking and cleaning. In terms of helping 
support a home owner to remain in their home, there are overlapping factors to consider. These 
include maintaining the physical condition of the property (enhancing both health and safety) as well 
as attending to the changing health and social care needs of the occupier (medical, wellbeing and 
quality of life). 
However, there can be tensions between what the local authority may be “obliged” to deliver by way 
of statute and guidance and what the home owner desires and there may or may not be agreement. 
Existing homes will not have been designed to the standard of care homes and there is of course a 
disconnect. Again in the experience of some of the authors, some adaptations may be inappropriate 
and home owners may prefer to retain control over how their homes feel, making them cosy, liveable 
and without obtrusive features so that – where applicable – the rest of the family can continue living 
there as “normally” as possible but also that rapid adjustments are possible if the person's condition 
deteriorates. And also, what do they and their family members who live with them want from their 
home and for their wellbeing? When thinking through services, perhaps we should start somewhere 
new: what does an older person primarily need? Health Psychologists highlight the beneficial effects 
on health of good social support. Remaining at home helps maintain existing social support networks 
which can help maximise health outcomes. For example, Seeman et al. (2001) found that good social 
support at baseline was associated with better cognitive performance at follow-up 7.5 years later, and 
with greater wellbeing in older people experiencing chronic disease (Ferreira and Sherman, 2007). In 
contrast, social isolation has been associated with higher mortality rates in older people (Steptoe et 
al., 2013). 
Funding in England is problematic and as our population continues to rise Age UK report that spending 
on social care services for older people has dropped by £1.2 billion (15.4 per cent) since 2010. £438 
million was transferred from the National Health Service (NHS) to local authorities but still leaving a 
shortfall of £760 million. This is despite growing demand in older people aged 85 and over needing 
more care and funding has remained broadly stagnant since 2005 (O’Connor for Age UK, 2014). The 
Better Care Fund helps plug some gaps but substantial pressures remain and many local authorities 
are able only to assist the most vulnerable (O’Connor for Age UK, 2014). There is a need for further 
joint working in promoting both improvements in quality of life and the cost effectiveness of effective 
interventions more holistically across housing, health and social care for older people. 
The Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) helps us think through not just property 
management, but also the effect of issues on the vulnerability of the occupier (Office of the Deputy 
Prime Minister, 2006). HHSRS has also been pivotal in enabling us to think through options and 
calculate a range of savings to other health and social care sectors, such as for home accidents and 
the effects of cold housing (Building Research Establishment and Chartered Institute of Environmental 
Health, 2008). We also know that there are numerous “exported costs” of poor housing elsewhere, 
such as crime and accidents due to poor fire safety (see, e.g. Ambrose, 2001). Home accidents and 
fuel poverty are of increasing importance to an older and more vulnerable population. Older people 
need to spend more on heat as they are in the home longer and need elevated temperature to feel 
comfortable and stay healthy, but may struggle to meet higher fuel costs and there is an increasing 
body of research around the mental health effects of cold homes (see, e.g. Walker et al., 2013). 
Routine maintenance and repairs may be left, may not be a priority and may therefore become more 
expensive longer term. Handyperson schemes can be helpful in appointing suitably qualified and 
trustworthy builders, who also understand the needs and concerns of older people and may work for 
those able and willing to pay for small scale works. Grant assistance may also be available in some 
cases. Some partnerships could be clearer about what is available locally, how to access the services 
and what it would cost and options for funding but the national picture is very erratic. 
As people age, risks to health and safety are elevated. Of particular concern is the increased risk of 
falls since they are one of the leading causes of avoidable death across the world (WHO, 2007). Falls 
are often attributable to internal (e.g. reduced balance) or external risk factors (e.g. difficulty using 
the stairs or poor lighting). Adaptations to the environment may result in reductions in falls among 
older adults living in community dwellings (Pynoos et al., 2010). In addition, the indoor and outdoor 
built environment are known to influence levels of activity among older adults living in community 
dwellings and these require careful consideration to enable individuals to remain independent and 
not isolated (Rosenberg et al., 2013). Fire (and gas) safety is a potential hazard in all homes, but again 
risk can be greater when automatic fire (and carbon monoxide) detection is not factored into existing 
homes, rather than designed-in from early planning stages. In some areas, Fire Officers will assist with 
free advice and appliances. 
Hazards and risks to the person can also be reduced by assistive technologies (“telecare”) that are able 
to be factored into the property such as identifying if a door is opened at an unexpected time and 
raising an alarm, or person-centred in case the older person falls in the home or goes outside at an 
unexpected time, so triggering a call alarm so that help can be administered as quickly as possible. 
Developments in this field are rapid, subject of major research projects and expected to yield major 
savings to the NHS (Department of Health, 2011). 
Preparing one's home for the future is important as needs not just change once, but continue to 
change for all who lived there; this can also helps prevent crisis. Thinking changes through can help a 
more personalised solution that can provide place and space for family wellbeing and not just meeting 
“bureaucratic” solutions or requirements that may be funded, although many of course do not have 
the option of choice. West of England Care and Repair has linked to a design centre where people are 
able to go and look at what is on offer (see www.wecr.org.uk/#/home-design/4569694625). Other 
housing and social care organisations are seeking to provide more of a centre for services. However, 
all of this is very sporadic, local and down to chance of where one lives. Such centres may help promote 
a wider culture of preparing for the future. 
Existing residential care homes already have many of these arrangements factored in. It may be that 
some of the opportunities available could be opened up to the wider home owning community who 
may not yet be ready for full-time living in a care home, or who are waiting for a suitable place, but 
who currently fall through the gaps of available provision. 
Home Improvement Agencies have been pivotal in providing many services and support mechanisms 
which respond to complex issues in ageing in place. Extending these services with a new 
recommended framework where one practitioner becomes key in working in partnership (which 
includes family and friends) to help ensure the best package of services and activities, could make a 
real difference to quality of life and wellbeing. Indeed, as the Birmingham Policy Commission (2014) 
reminds us, older people want control and independence and there needs to be a careful balance in 
addressing risk, whilst meeting care and support. There is scope and potential to factor this into 
practice more effectively. 
Daily activities and counteracting loneliness 
Despite a “Big Society” and localism agenda, social capital is generally seen to be in decline with a 
subsequent loss of social care and support from the community. This has major implications for older 
people who are less likely to be able to play an active role in their community and may become 
increasingly isolated in their homes without regular company. Many services are minimal to keep costs 
down and social care providers may be able to offer basics only (such as meals and cleaning) that may 
offer little in the way of company or stimulation. Here there is huge scope to explore possibilities for 
how wider services can be built into packages of health and social care, whether or not the client is 
able to fund this either from savings or equity release. 
Remaining at home helps one maintain existing social support networks. One of the key issues around 
dementia is that support networks tend to fail, i.e. family and friends stay away because of fear, myth, 
stigma and essentially because of their lack of understanding about dementia. Dementia friendly 
communities and dementia friends change all of this: it is in fact now a blend of primary care support 
(including effective home care, etc.) plus the dementia friendly community and dementia friends that 
will support the family to continue to live at home and to think about preparing for what the future 
will bring. Dementia friendly communities and dementia friends are encouraging social inclusion 
activities in a range of local venues, not just more formal day care centres that welcome everyone and 
may help to fill in gaps in with a demise in extended families and social capital generally. Lifestyle can 
have major implications for public health and older people. Physical inactivity is the fourth leading 
cause of mortality (World Health Organisation (WHO) and Commission on the Social Determinants of 
Health, 2013) and it is essential that environments are conducive to facilitating physical activity since 
higher levels of physical activity are associated with the prevention of the onset of disability and 
dependence in activities of daily living in older adults (Tak et al., 2013). In addition, there is convincing 
evidence that higher levels of physical activity are associated with a reduced risk of cognitive decline 
(Erickson et al., 2012) and a reduction in depressive symptoms (Bridle et al., 2012) in older adults living 
in community dwellings. In addition, physical activity is strongly implicated in reducing the risk of many 
of the leading causes of mortality in older adults (WHO and Commission on the Social Determinants 
of Health, 2013). 
Diet is also essential in maintaining and promoting health and wellbeing and substantial evidence 
demonstrates the importance of a good diet (see, e.g. Kayani, 2009). Diet may be negatively affected 
by poverty, low esteem or general disinterest, and again it may be that an enhanced and planned local 
environment may help in having better local shops as well as “clubs” where people can both share 
company and nutritious and culturally acceptable food together (see, e.g. Kayani, 2009). It would be 
helpful to move beyond basic “meals on wheels” type provision to something adding more to quality 
of life and wellbeing. With a decline in social capital, and uncertainties over future funding for our 
ageing population, we need to look at new ways to “factor in” community (a growing body of research 
is available: see, e.g. Hartnett et al., 2013). Volunteering and assistive technologies can help plug some 
of the gaps. Volunteering has been shown to have positive wellbeing benefits both for the volunteer 
and service recipient and though invariably sporadic nationally, may offer other opportunities to older 
and isolated people to be able to participate more actively in their local communities. Altruistic 
attitudes, volunteering and informal helping can maintain life satisfaction and positive mental 
wellbeing in older age groups (Kahana et al., 2013). Older adults who volunteer report higher levels of 
wellbeing, regardless of the number, type of organisation or perceived benefit to others. Such 
research suggest that it would be beneficial to engage older people in a range of volunteer roles, and 
further research in this areas may help further enhance volunteering efforts (Morrow-Howell et al., 
2003). 
There is a real need to consolidate evidence examples and good practice of what works in addressing 
older people's changing needs, particularly those with dementia and there are successful examples 
across the country. Such initiatives offer a solution to loneliness and isolation as well as activities that 
support cognitive stimulation. In Kent and Medway, for example, one project focuses on jolting 
memories through multi-sensory stimulation through handling objects, such as carbolic soap and 
looking at old photographs to write stories (Pati, 2010). In Merseyside, a pilot project is using artistic 
therapy which again offers company alongside creative expression both for the person affected and 
their partner, whose needs often go unmet. Evaluation includes how feelings change and how the 
activities affect mood and communication in helping address some behavioural symptoms of 
dementia (Leeming, 2013). However many services tend to be for those already in care homes, and 
owner occupiers may risk missing out on some of the services available. Good broadband and internet 
connections, which can be particularly crucial in rural areas where more and more older people are 
living, help to plug social gaps, with many finding Skype particularly helpful. iPads (which do not have 
the same connotations as computers to older people) have been found to assist as they are “intuitive” 
to use. Numerous web sites offer advice. For example www.myageingparent.com suggests that Skype 
and FaceTime are a good way for keeping in touch and that being able to see each other has numerous 
advantages, such as visually checking another person's health and living conditions. iPads may also 
offer more active television watching, as well as engaging with YouTube clips for general 
entertainment, reminiscence or learning new skills. The Telecare Network Newsletter publishes 
regular updates: 
(www.telecarelin.org.uk/_library/Resources/Telecare/Telecare_advice/Newsletter/Telecare_LIN_eN
ewsletter_January_2014_Final.pdf and it is also helpful to refer to blogs such as 
<http://ageinginnovators.org/for constant innovations>). 
 
Conclusion 
Much current literature, policy and practice seem to be mainly medical or about care homes, not 
frameworks to help people stay in their own homes if that is what they choose. A range of services 
and interventions are required to meet the changing needs of our growing older population. Services 
should be unique, responding to the ageing house as well as the ageing occupier with increasing needs 
and appropriate assistive technologies factored in. We need to honestly ask ourselves about the type 
of services we would like to have for the future, how they might be funded and how we find out what 
is available. 
Such change requires organisational and cultural shifts at all levels, community/voluntary, statutory 
services, as well as wicked/messy issues The emerging services we are developing, offering and 
commissioning through the new public health and social care arrangements need to be demonstrably 
cost effective and add to quality of life, health and wellbeing. We need to incorporate assistive 
technologies, which already have recognised saving, and we need to find more innovative ways to 
promote quality of life and the ability to age in one's own home. Perhaps above all we need to be 
open minded to change and base what we do on research and evidence of what works, and why, so 
we can develop quality – and not last resort – services we would like to both deliver and potentially 
receive ourselves in our own lifetimes. This paper also seeks to raise awareness that health and social 
services, which includes all the satellite organisations connected to that world, need to intervene early 
on and work with home owners to ensure their homes are ready for their old age so that they can live 
at home for as long as possible which means care home or hospital admissions become crisis 
interventions only. 
Such a consolidated framework would require a negotiated partnership with one practitioner 
pivotal in ensuring a drawing together of relevant services and activities to effectively and dynamically 
meet housing, health and social care needs. 
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